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Thebes has seven gates


and the sun shines on each one:


just take a look


at the triangle


and the compasses –


dead clear they are,


like an open book. 



























The Bungalow on the Unapproved Road









The mattress on their bed


was so spongy


we fell all night


into a cut-price nothing


that wrecked our backs.


The headboard was padded


with black vinyl –


just the ugliest thing


I’d seen in a long time,


though the new wallpaper


they’d bought in Wellworths –


tequila sunsets


on the Costa Brava –


might take the biscuit.


That May morning


I looked out at the Bluestacks


and the Glen River –


a wet, chittering


smash of light


where a black Vauxhall


jeuked round a bend


on jammy springs,


like a patched Oldsmobile


heading for Donegal


with a raft of hooch in the trunk.






























‘God Made the Catholics and the Armalite Made Us Equal’









The round tables


and vines


under Fabrizzio’s glass dome


look newer this evening


because we’re met by accident


a long way from home.


It’s the far north of Ireland,


a city with walls


and barely a tree growing –


I’ve come over the hills,


they’ve crossed rivers,


to hear a formal slegging


in our own accents.


I can’t trust her


or her husband,


though now we’re talking


about good and bad lines


as if nothing had happened.






























An English Writer on the French Revolution









His book is dedicated


to certain ladies –


Mrs John Rae


and Mrs Clive Street


who compiled the index


and served tea


under a damson tree.


He tells us that Barère


was left-handed


and owned a small library


of Chinese pornography


which he called


mon cabinet noir.


He tells us the exact size


of Fouquier-Tinville’s


ear trumpet,


argues that Chénier


was a foot taller


than his brother


and describes the operation


on the Dauphin’s foreskin.


He is building a bridge


from here to Betelgeuse –


a bridge of damson stones,


tin trumpets


and left testicles.


I sit under my vine


and read him gently.






























The Red Handshake









Maybe if I could scrape the earth


from off that ridge where the Third Force


melted out of The Tain one Antrim night,


I’d find a man called Bowden Beggs


wrapped in black plastic, like a growbag,


and breathing ‘Mind, it can get no worse’? 






























André Chénier


(Marina Tsvetayeva)









André Chénier climbed up the ladder.


What a sin to be alive!


Iron, iron and cordite, these days


And a burnt tenor.







What father would cut the collar


From his son’s shirt?


There are times the daylight’s a quick terror


And no one living looks quite human. 







4 April 1918






























Waftage: An Irregular Ode









All my mates


were out of town


that lunk July


and though we shared a bed still


it was over.


She’d paid the rent


till August first


so each bum hour


those rooms chucked back at me


this boxed-up, gummy warmth


like a pollack’s head and eye


wedged in an ironstone wall.


Most every day


she’d paint


in the loft above the stables


while I wandered


right through Le Carré –


Murder of Quality


was where I started.


That dower-house,


it felt like a forced holiday


or some queer, white theatre


open but empty


on the Sabbath.







At night we’d mount


this slippy mime


called Boffe de politesse –


we did it best


in the bath, I reckon –


a kind of maritime


bored experiment,


all yompy farts


and soap torpedoes.


One dayclean, though,


when a pouter-dove


was crooling


like a soft hoor,


I thought how James Fenton


read Shakespeare in Saigon –


got the complete works


in dime paperbacks


on the black market.


Bit by bit he’d foreground


the subterfugue text


within the text itself,


and so turn wiser –


aye, I used think wiser –


than us boneheads here.







It was quiet


in the Circus;


Bill Haydon wafted


down a corridor …


for a geg one day


I bought this tin


of panties coloured


like the Union Jack,


but she slung it in the bin


and never breathed


the least bit sigh.


‘Va-t’en!’ she spat,


‘I just can’t stand you.


No one can.


Your breath stinks


and your taste


it’s simply foul –


like that accent.


Please don’t come slouching


near my bed again.’


So, real cool, I growled


‘Lady, no way you’ll walk


right over me.’


Dead on. I chucked her then.
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